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ABSTRACT
Rural America faces a greater set of health challenges than ever before, especially 
when compared to its metropolitan counterparts. The Association of American Medical 
Colleges notes these rural disparities resulting from “economic, social, racial, ethnic, 
geographic, and health workforce factors.” Though somewhat daunting to consider, the 
AAMC concludes “We need to figure out how to use this data to target resources and 
interventions to make a meaningful difference in improving the health of rural America.” 
Focusing on addressing rural disparities that inhibit communities from positive health 
and well-being, this projective design research project aims to provide a comprehensive 
intervention through the built environment and interior design. Some issues that may 
be identified and explored in this project are the lack of access to fresh foods, digital 
connectivity, and mental health services. 
In order to address the earlier problem and question head-on, this project will take the 
shape of a mixed-use community center equipped with various programs, such as a 
market, internet cafe, and private therapy office. Locating the site in Cortland, Nebraska, 
a rural village roughly 25 miles south of Lincoln, allows the population to be rural while 
understanding the modern amenities they should have access to. The shell of this space 
will be a historic building on Main Street, allowing it to reinvigorate the historic downtown 
for greater communal connection. The impact of my design is to serve as a reminder 
that we must consider all populations as users, not only those in cities or with a greater 
median income.
KEY TERMS
Interior Design, Built Environment, Rural, Community Center, Rural Disparities, Mixed-Use, 
Holistic Health, Wellbeing
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Rural America faces a greater set of health challenges than ever before, especially when 
compared to its metropolitan counterparts. The AAMC notes these rural disparities 
resulting from “economic, social, racial, ethnic, geographic, and health workforce factors.” 
Though somewhat daunting to consider, they conclude “We need to figure out how to 
use this data to target resources and interventions to make a meaningful difference in 
improving the health of rural America.” 
Focusing on addressing rural disparities that inhibit communities from positive health 
and well-being, this project aims to provide a comprehensive intervention through the 
built environment. Some issues that may be identified and explored in this project 
are the lack of access to fresh foods, digital connectivity, and mental health services. 
Food deserts are classified when households are more than 10 miles from the nearest 
supermarket. This is not to be confused with food insecurity, which addresses economic 
conditions. These deserts are unable to support their citizens’ full range of needs for 
a healthy diet. Digital connectivity focuses on the combination of a lack of both social 
and technological connection, oftentimes, falling hand in hand. Those unable to afford 
or possess adequate connection risk the loss of information, opportunities, and overall 
association with others. Mental health services are an increasingly necessary aspect 
of our holistic health. Similar to food deserts, the ease of transportation often keeps 
those in need from seeking care. Additionally, if local help is found, the ability to stay 
anonymous as a patient becomes much more challenging. 
01. PROBLEM STATEMENT
02. QUESTIONS
How, as designers, can we have an impact on communities with a lack of both 
resources and population?
How can design facilitate an environment to promote holistic health for those with 
limited access and resources?
How, as designers, can we value and address rural disparities without venturing 
outside of the community itself for solutions?
How do the approached solutions interact authentically with the community as 
opposed to inserting solutions only applicable to urban contexts?
This project will take the shape of a mixed-use community center equipped with various 
programs, such as a market, internet cafe, and private therapy office. Locating the 
site in Cortland, Nebraska, a rural village roughly 25 miles south of Lincoln, allows the 
population to be rural while understanding the modern amenities they should have 
access to. The shell of this space will be a historic building on Main Street, allowing it to 
reinvigorate the historic downtown for greater communal connection. The impact of the 
design is to serve as a reminder that we must consider all populations as users, not only 
those in cities or with a greater median income.
03. INTENTION STATEMENT
04. SUPPORTING RESEARCH
social determinants of health
Social determinants of health are “the conditions in the environments where people are 
born, live, learn, work, play, worship, and age that affect a wide range of health, functioning, 
and quality-of-life outcomes and risks.” (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services) 
There are five categories of these determinants, including economic stability, education 
access and quality, health care access and quality, neighborhood and built environment, 
and social and community context. Together, these determinants impact peoples’ well-
being, health, and quality of life, while also contributing to any health disparities and 
inequities they may face. 
Research shows rural communities are more likely to suffer from those determinants 
impacting one’s health, which is heightend by other challenges, such as length of 
transportation or lack of adequate health care professionals. Social determinants help 
us look at our health as more than the physical body, but as a deep holistic part of our 
wellbeing.
“Just promoting healthy choices won’t eliminate these and other health 
disparities...”
food deserts
Rural environments are considered food deserts if more than 33% of the community 
population lives 10 or more miles from the nearest supermarket. They lack the resources 
to make up the full range of a healthy diet, pushing inhabitants to rely on more expensive 
and less nutrient-rich options found at available retailers, such as gas stations or 
convenience stores. Food deserts highlight transportation and financial challenges, as 
well, as the lack of one or both of these options prevent the ability to eat entirely. Rural 
areas lack a population dense enough to support large-scale supermarkets stocked with 
countless varieties of fresh food, but it does not eliminate their need for well-rounded 
and healthy diets. 








Roughly 97% of Americans in urban areas possess access to high-speed internet. The 
number quickly drops to 65% for rural areas (and 60% on Tribal lands) amounting to, 
on average, 14 million Americans without reliable service. In a world where everything 
is conducted digitally, whether it be job interviews, homework, health appointments, or 
expanding knowledge on current events, people can’t afford to not participate in these 
conversations simply because their internet can’t keep up. Additionally, the lack of this 
simple modern resource prevents businesses, often family-run, from thriving as they’re 
unable to keep up with competitors and demand. 
“Broadband is like water and electricity now, and yet it’s still being treated like a 
luxury.”
How do I get there?
Who can help me?
It’s not worth
the hastle.




Though mental health disorders affect rural and urban communities alike, the option and 
availability for treatment differ drastically. Three main factors challenge such treatment. 
First, accessibility. Often, residents must travel long distances to receive care, reducing 
the desire to commit to regular appointments. Availability becomes a challenge, as well, 
as America already possesses a lack of mental health professionals. Finally, acceptability 
of one’s mental health and its stigma becomes a challenge to overcome. Factors that 
may play a role include the lack of understanding/knowledge on mental illness as well 
as a lack or fear of confidentiality among professionals and patients in such small-knit 
communities. 
“The misconceptions, myths, and cultural stigma associated with mental illness 
are significant barriers that keep people with mental disorders from seeking and 
receiving treatment in rural areas.”




the shed- JENSEN architects
healdsburg, CA / 10,801 sf
“Envisioned as a contemporary grange, where people come together to share food, 
stories and local knowledge, this modern interpretation of the traditional barn typology 
houses a market café, mercantile store, and meeting space.”
storage- need for space in retail environment
display- clear and acccessible for users
program- interior and exterior relationship with community
threshold- definition and emphasis between spaces of different programs
“Their goal was to strengthen and make tangible the essential connection between 











parsley health- alda ly
los angeles, CA / 2,500 sf
“A guiding principle for the design team was biophilia....Within the rooms, the team used 
earthy materials, patterned rugs and woodblock prints. A range of paint colours were 
employed, ranging from soft peach to greyish blue.”
program- small yet comfortable private exam rooms for various health needs
materiality- commercial grade with hints of residential comfort
spatial layout- defined space for groups and individuals
“The centre reflects Parsley Health’s modern medical ethos with design that fosters 























sawmill market- islyn studio
albuquerque, NM / 40,000 sf
“With meticulously considered design, Islyn transformed a large space into intimate 
pockets of discovery.... an intimate introduction to the pleasures of New Mexican harvest 
and industry.”
materiality- simple, easily-recognized palette 
sustainability- budget-friendly options that consider the full life-cycle of products
display- located in various zones, yet still allows for full accessibility and visibility
placemaking- introduces local materials and color palettes to remind users of their 
current location
“Sawmill Market is New Mexico’s first foodhall, but it’s more than that, too. It’s a 
place to gather and rejoice, to experiment and take risks and to champion the best, 



























sands end community centre- mae architects
fulham, london
“A circular approach to architecture means keeping both buildings and their materials 
in use as long as possible, and minimising the waste and pollution of construction and 
demolition....With this in mind, Sands End has a flexible interior, which not only allows it 
to accommodate different functions and activities, but also means the building could 
easily be adapted in the future.”
materiality/affordability- budget-friendly local materials providing texture and interest 
without overwhelming presence
threshold- inviting relationship between indoor and outdoor programming while giving 
users control to see/utilize both
color- bold use of color to accentuate texture and programmatic zones
“It has been set up to ensure that it is truly for people of all backgrounds, and that 





























cortland, nebraska - history
The site is located in Cortland, Nebraska, a rural village of approximately 
471 residents. Cortland was originally placed in this location in 1876 for 
its access to the Omaha & Republican Valley Railroad, which brought 
businesses, families, and vibrancy to the village, including a depot, lumber 
yard, hotel, school, and multiple banks and churches. With the shift to 
newer technology and urban sprawl, Cortland slowly lost most of its 
businesses and population. The railroad track was abandoned for another 
route by 2000, marking the end of an era. Though many of the original 
historic buildings are gone, a few remain, highlighted to the left. 
Though the decline and eventual loss of the railroad took much of 
Cortland’s booming prosperity, the integration of Highway 77 in 1926, 
embraced the future of automobiles. Cutting through the center of town, 
the highway provides a connection to the capital city of Lincoln, roughly 20 
minutes north of Cortland. 
“With the passage of time and the demise of small railroad branches, some, 
particularly those near highways, prospered while many dwindled and others 







Though Cortland is a small rural village, roughly 10,000 cars and trucks 
pass through it daily on Highway 77. Integral for Southeastern Nebraska 
residents, the highway allows a safe passage for commuters from 
Beatrice to Lincoln, a connection to the various other rural communities, 
and a route for trucks to deliver goods around the state. For Cortland 
residents, Highway 77 is the lifeline to both enter and exit town. It’s 
especially useful for work commutes, which, on average, is 29 minutes for 
residents. 
Added in 2012, the Homestead Trail provides another avenue for 
transportation by bike. Stretching between Lincoln and Beatrice, the 
Homestead Trail is 40 miles of limestone-surfaced bike paths to 
commemorate the Homestead Act. Cortland acts as a halfway point, 
offering water and rest to travelers along their trek.
cortland, nebraska - transportation
“The 9 mile section from Cortland to Pickrell...winds through some greener scenery 







cortland, nebraska - community engagement
1. St. John Lutheran Church- 2. Cortland Ball Park- 3. Opry House
4. Highland Lodge #194- 5. Cortland Community Center and Park- 6. Cortland 
United Church
2
Residents in Cortland possess very few options as to where to spend 
time with one another outside the homes. In terms of community and 
relationship-building environments, residents are limited to churches, a 
community center, two parks, Opry House, and a Mason’s Lodge (men 
only). 
The community center, as is identical to most other rural communities, 
serves as a multi-purpose space used as a tornado shelter, meeting space 
for the local Legion Post, basketball practice court, graduation rental, 
and senior dinner service, to name a few. Outside the community center, 
the park is a popular space in the spring and summer for various events, 
including an annual Easter egg hunt and weekly movies in the park. 
The Opry House, owned by a local resident, boasts live music once a 







Lincoln- 20 miles north
Beatrice- 17 miles south
Though Cortland boasted many held many resident resources in the 
1900s, such as a doctors offices, general stores, restaurants, and butcher 
shops, it now contains very little to none of the same amenities it had 
before. Today, Cortland includes two auto shops, a dentist (in-office once 
a week), two banks, a post office, and a gas station.
Often, questions arise as to where to purchase groceries, go to the doctor, 
or even go to school. The closest urban areas to tend to such needs are in 
Beatrice, 17 miles south, or Lincoln, 20 miles north. If one were to be in a 
pinch, basic groceries, such as milk or eggs, can be purchased at the gas 
station, but for a premium cost. As for schooling, Cortland is in the Norris 
Public Schools district, roughly 12 miles northeast. Most students attend 
post-secondary schooling at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln, 25 miles 
north. 
cortland, nebraska - resources
1. Matt’s Automotive Repair- 2. Post Office- 3. First State Bank- 4. Local Dentist-    
5. Ray’s Used Cars & Repair- 6. Security First Bank- 7. E-Z Stop
Schultz Garage: 1916 Deming Machine Works and Garage: 1918
Miller Electric: 1945 The Village Store: 1969
Current Status: 2021
schultz building - history
This project’s main site is the Schultz building on fourth street. Some of the earliest 
history notes its first use as a  garage in 1916. Paul Schultz bought the building as 
storage for his new cars. An addition was built on the back in 1918. to accomodate an 
additional garage. In 1922, gas pumps were installed. 1945 brought new owners, Eric 
and Emma Miller, and a a new electric sales and service business. The first television in 
Cortland was brought here in 1949. Meanwhile, the back addition continued to service 
as an auto repair shop managed by Ralph Behrends who also served as a seed corn 
agent. Owners of the back garage changed in 1946 to Richard Reed and Mark Hopper, 
recommended by Miller Electric to their patrons. In 1969, Miller Electric was taken over 
by Norval and Lila Papke. The building changed to The Village Store and carried home 
decorating products, greeting cards, gifts, and variety items, as well as an upholstery 
service. Norval and Lila closed the store in 1987, but continue to own it today. The 
most recent inquiry for the building was from Paper Moon Pastries in 2020, though it 
continues to remain vacant.
“Mr. Reed is a veteran of World War II and served overseas 2.5 years in the E.T.O. Mr. 
Hopper was formerly with the Martin Bomber Plant as foreman. While these young 
men need little introduction to this community, we are pleased to recommend them 




schultz building - analysis
adjacent building relationship: the site is located along the same block as two other 
volumes, one to the far left, a bank, and the other, next to the site, a vacant space
existing aperatures: existing aperatures are located on the north, south, and west sides 
of the building as windows, doors, and garage openings
existing materials: very little existing materials are found on the site, but those present 
include the interior woodwork and three different brick types separated by renovation 









schultz building - analysis
existing structure: not much has changed for this century-year-old building other than 
the addition of a few interior zoning walls, dividing the space between its previous users 
and renovations
existing circulation: circulation through the space is relatively simple considering it 
posseses only one exterior pedestrian door on the north and one garage entrance to 
the south
existing volume: volume is currently divided between the original first building and its 
southern addition in 1918 with both holding different ceiling heights, exterior materiality, 
and length of space
existing volume- section: though the south addition is still clear, varying ceiling heights 











The interior square footage of the Schultz building is roughly 2,050 sf. providing ample 
room to address the previously described disparities and intentions, including a market, 
digital commons, private exam/therapy rooms, and an additional  exterior community 
commons.
grocery/market: at approximately 1,000 sf., the market will be able to house ample 
product and storage for the small village and surrounding areas
digital commons: provides a space for the community to utilize modern technology 
services as well as connect with one another within 600 sf.
private exam/therapy room: small private rooms are provided for on-call healthcare 
providers as well as telehealth appointments held within 500 sf.
exterior community commons: an exterior space to bridge the gap between the 
connections made indoors and the community in itself held within 1,500 sf.
08. USER PROFILES
User A User B
User C User D
user profiles
The village of Cortland, Nebraska has a population of 502, median age of 38.2, median 
income of $58,635, and a poverty rate of 11.3%.
user a: John- 61 year-old retired male who has lived in Cortland his entire life. graduate 
of the university of nebraska-lincoln and professor before retiring. enjoys the slow pace 
of the rural village he grew up in, but hopes it can keep up with more modern lifestyles.
user b: Emma- 7 year-old young girl growing up in Cortland. enjoys walking to the bus 
stop for school and biking around town with her friends. wishes she didn’t have to 
spend so much time in the car to run errands when she could be playing with friends 
instead.
user c: Sylvia- 39 year-old working woman raising her family in Cortland. works 
as a nurse at the hospital in Lincoln. enjoys biking around town to visit friends and 
neighbors. typically ends her long shifts by picking up groceries and running errands for 
the family to avoid an extra trip to town.
user d: Mark and Ashley- 29 year-old newlyweds who recently built a new home 
on an acerage outside of Cortland. love the ability to grow their family in a safe and 
welcoming environment. frustrated by the lack of amenities surrounding towns have to 
offer, especially when concerned with basic necessities.
ritual journey map
Users navigate through the space of four separate yet related 
zones: the grocery, digital commons, private exam/consult rooms, 
and the outdoor commons. Depending on the needs of their visit, 
they may interact with all or simply one of these zones. Though 
spatially, these areas sparsely overlap,  they all work together with 
one another to promote the consideration of holistic health and well-





drinks outside with neighbors
quick grocery run before heading home
tutor session
groceries with Mom before dinner
telehealth consults




Though their uses vary, those interacting with the space often end 
up interacting with one another, as well. Aiming to promote holistic 
well-being, this project admits there is never only one solution, type 
of user, or habitual errand. Various paths are formed eventually 
creating a communal network of activity.
building: Relevant codes that the building may not be up to date with include the need 
for natural ventilation or mechanical ventilation (1202.1), as well as holding a minimum 
ceiling height of 7’ 6” (1207.2). The entrance must also be accessible (1105.1) while 
including accessible parking, as well (1106.1). 
market: Occupancy group M. Food safety guidelines as well as optimal reaches/
heights based on universal design will be incredibly instrumental to the success of this 
mercantile.
digital commons: Occupancy group A. Universal design and accessibility will be the 
main concern in this space as the goal is to bring technology and modern amenities to 
all. Understanding and implementing ergonomic furnishings will be necessary for the 
median age of residents in the community.
private exam/ therapy rooms: Occupancy group B. Great consideration for patient 
confidentiality will have to be taken in order to help patients feel comfortable during 
visits. The potential for separate entrances/ exits will be explored to enhance privacy. 
ADA will be taken into great consideration as well as the Facilities Standards for the 
Public Buildings Service. Codes for such include the need for every exam room to have 
a handwash sink.
09. RELEVANT CODES/ FRAMEWORKS
10. SCHEMATIC PROCESS
mood board
This project takes into deep consideration the place in which it is located, that is, rural 
Nebraska. Drawing upon the community’s history, its current pastimes, as well as 
its eventual future, both new and existing perspectives are taken into consideration. 
Overall, this project becomes less about the beauty of the design and more about the 
way it interacts with the people who consider this home.
Many of the photos included here are various parts of my own family’s history 
in rural Nebraska. This history has shaped my life, and thus, my perspective on 
this project. The top right was my Mother’s 50th birthday celebration in Cortland, 
Nebraska. It took place in our backyard, the apparent meeting place for most 
rural residents. The middle left photo is the Venus General Store, my Mother’s 
grandparents’ business that has since fallen. The bottom right is a photo of my 
cousins in Verdigre, Nebraska, taking part in the annual town birthday festivities. 
These personal photos serve as a reminder of how important community is to those 
residing in small ones. Every place and interaction holds a distinct memory.
The schematic process began with the identification of two main motifs or driving 
organizational themes within the building. The first of which was seen through an 
elevation view from the west showing the four separate roof/ceiling heights. Starting 
from the left, the first two heights note the original building, with the back two 
identifying the building addition. 
The second organizational theme arose in the plan view, as the front columns gave way 
to a center division line. This line, in addition to the above ceiling heights illuminated a 
grid of zones that could be late used for program placement, both on the exterior and 
interior.  
As ideation began for programming, the various ceiling heights provided the first 
direction in placement with consideration of privacy needs. The more public the 
program, the higher the ceiling and vice versa, thus zones, such as the grocery, fall into 
numbers one through four, while the exam room finds itself in zones seven or eight.
key process sketches
grocery: the northern most zone becomes the grocery, 
available for a quick in-and-out trip or a longer browse-worthy 
stay
digital commons: the center space aka digital commons 
features various seating configurations to make any stay 
worthwhile
private exam/ consult rooms: located in the back of the 
building, this area demands the most privacy in order to take 
holistic health seriously
outdoor commons: along the west side of the building, the 
outdoor commons strives to provide residents with communal 
space for gatherings, games, and good conversation
The logic of the previously stated sketches is overlayed here with the building itself, 



















7. Ride/Walk-Up Delivery + Coffee 
Beginning at the north (main) entrance of the site, the building opens to the grocery, 
fitted with an abundance of shelving for display and storage. As users make their way 
south, they quickly approach the digital commons. This space contains various table + 
seating combinations for any and all activities. At the back of the building is the private 
exam/ consult rooms, complete with a small waiting room and separate entrance to 
ensure as much privacy as possible. 
The west side of the building contains the community commons which includes an 
outdoor stage, group garden, and a walk-up delivery/coffee window. Together theses 
spaces help to promote holistic wellbeing and health by encouraging social interaction, 












As noted previously in the process, the separate ceiling heights help to 
designate the various zones throughout the building with the most public 
areas having the highest ceiling, and the most private, the lower. Not only 
does this help with sound control, but the feeling of security, as well. Shown 
for the first time in section, existing materiality interacts with the new to blend 
the history of the site with its present community creating both a sense of 
place and opportunity for storytelling. 
sections
Through the perspective view, all the previously mentioned details are 
put into a three-dimensional image, illustrating how every element, past 
and present, works together in harmony. Perspective one illustrates the 
grocery, perspective two is a view of the digital commons, and perspective 














Considering the instrumental part history plays in this project, the finishes and 
materiality should both communicate with and juxtapose the original elements. Many 
of the furnishings provided are flexibile options, allowing them to be moved for various 
events depending on need.  
1. communal group gardens
2. concrete
3. original refinished wood flooring
4. original brick
5. intra lighting: dawn
6. hightower: alo chair
7. hightower: tombolo sofa
8. hightower: lana high back chair
9. ikea: applaro series
10. herman miller: mora system
11. recycled wood planks
5.
This project design proposal seeks to both identify rural disparities and experiment 
with solutions to such through the interior environment. While design often focuses on 
urban communities, this project provides a fresh perspective on how far interior design 
can be stretched and explained to others. Design is never simply for one demographic 
but for all, and we must continue to believe such. 
As the author of this project, I was often overwhelmed with nostalgia and emotion 
throughout my time of research and design development. Cortland is forever my home, 
and my professional goals will always be shaped from my childhood here. Each and 
every design produced has some element of history incorproated. This project was the 
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